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THE PURPOSE OF PUTTING ON
A BACKPACK
Amanda Conover
If you ever have the opportunity, invite all of your friends
backpacking. In my experience, thirteen came. We hiked in the dark
as the moonlight led. We had a place to sleep but slept somewhere
else instead. We all packed food and ended up sharing it all. We had
a bonfire on the top of a mountain, with the stars winking at us from
above. Afterward, we hiked in the dark some more, set up our tents,
and hit the sack. In the morning we took our time and woke up in an
unfamiliar place bathed in the light of a new day. We woke up with
puffy eyes and chilled toes. We went on to filter enough water for
the miles we were about to cover. We prayed for the day and for our
ability to hike. Then we hit the trail to converse, walk, frolic, saunter,
trek, wander, and roam. We did so by appreciating our bodies, our
comrades, the miles covered, the greenery, and the sun. Afterward,
we ate one of our favorite meals and it tasted better.
Where I live would not be described as the epitome of the
outdoor world. Instead, it’s called the suburbs of central New Jersey.
But ever since I was a kid, I was brought outside. I learned to ski in
Vermont at age three. I grew up at the beach, in a treehouse until
dark, building a caterpillar farm over summer vacations, and
collecting snakes during spring break. I have one distinct memory
from seventh grade when I decided to be a part of the school play. I
tried out and got put on the stage crew. But on the night of the
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production, my parents could not get me out of the woods where I
was building a teepee tent out of trees that had fallen down during a
hurricane that had come through two months before. I grew up
loving the outdoors. My parents supported my adoration of the
outdoors and took me camping, hiking, skiing, and even traveled to
Yosemite as a high school graduation gift. Though I was appreciative
of their encouragement to spend time outside throughout my
childhood, they could not and would not accompany me on what I
desired to do most. That was backpacking, taking the trip outdoors,
on a hike, in the wilderness, overnight. This did not mean just
walking outside. No, it meant walking through it.
In my backpack is an extra pair of socks, underwear, a t-shirt,
my sleeping bag, tent, food for the next few days, a mini toothbrush,
a small tube of toothpaste, a knife, a Sawyer water filter, and a few
other items for safety precautions. On foot, we do not rely on
anything except what is in our pack and the abilities of our own
bodies. Thru-hikers do not rely on a car. Instead, they travel only on
the land where your two feet can traverse. Nor do they rely on
refrigerators, air-conditioning, or a mattress to sleep on. Instead, they
have the trail, the dirt, and the smell of pine to comfort them.
I started backpacking after first falling in love with hiking; an
act where the body is in motion under a canopy of gorgeous fauna or
on a steep mountain ridge. I found hiking to be the form of exercise
that most excites my brain. Moving in a vegetable kingdom.
Journeying in a land where learning botany is the most accepted
language. Wandering in the woodland. A pastime for scholars,
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intellectuals, physicians, laborers, and scientists alike. My own
personal glimpse of Narnia. Thru-hiking is an organic education. A
type of education that teaches people about history, nature, and
yourself in real-time. I wished to journey deeper into the natural
world with my body, mind, and spirit. A trail is a place where the
body becomes a vehicle for the mind. Nature is a place where the
human body can simply be. As we get older, nature changes from a
place of play into a place where we can take our thoughts. In chapter
one of My first summer in the Sierra John Muir says, “I might learn to
live like the wild animals, gleaning nourishment here and there from
seeds, berries, etc. Sauntering and climbing in joyful independence of
money or baggage . .” Muir describes my own craving to be free
from the demands of the modern-day. I often ask myself what life
would be like if we were less confined to societal values and
demands. Would we be freer to explore and create? What would be
different?
One might learn about backpacking and thru-hiking through a
number of different avenues. For example, Cheryl Strayed, the
author of Wild, sparked her own interest in thru-hiking the Pacific
Crest Trail when she saw a book on the trail in REI which is an
American outdoor recreation co-op. A few years ago I discovered
Elina Osborne, a young woman who beautifully portrays her
experience hiking the Pacific Crest Trail in YouTube documentary
videos. She is known as Tip Tap on the trail and her story has
significantly influenced my own backpacking hobby. They have also
led me to buy all the backpacking gear I need in order to hit the trail
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with thirteen of my very inexperienced college friends. What came
next included enjoyable hiking, new friends, unforgettable
excursions, and the burning desire to do it all over again. Osborne
hikes long distances with a camera in hand, sharing her hikes often
on her YouTube channel where watchers are intrigued by her ability
to portray her betrothal to hiking and love for meeting new people
in a way that connects with others all over the world.
Where do thru-hikers get the motivation to hike for weeks on
end, eating food cooked on a bunsen burner, sleeping on the dirt,
and being completely physically exhausted at the end of each day? I
have a theory that I began to convey from my own experiences
backpacking. There’s purpose in solitude, the connection to the trail,
nature, and others. The purpose of thru-hiking is the purpose of life;
sharing the gospel, growing, learning, and connecting. See the land,
notice the land, sleep on the land, and meet the others doing it along
the way.
It takes courage to thru-hike. It takes mental fortitude. Thruhiking will conjure a controversy of the mind. Fortitude, bravery,
and spirit are attributes that act as the backbone of thru-hiking. The
hiker will be thoroughly unaware of these virtues. A thru-hiker is a
romantic at heart. To be on the trail is to be flirting with the natural
world and unaware that it has been there waiting to be pursued all
along. The thru-hiker will see their life through a looking glass when
on the trail. The trail acts as a utopian world for a backpacker. It acts
as an idealized version of life where the real world is far away from
the solitude we feel on the trail. The trail is whimsical, a place where
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we never cross over the same river twice, it’s always new and
fascinating. It deflects the life they had before. The trail allows one to
reflect back. It improves mental health, physical health, and
relational health as the National Park Service discusses on their
website.
Earl Shaffer was the first person to walk the entire length of the
Appalachian Trail. He was a World War II veteran and a member of
the Appalachian Trail Conservancy. Shaffer started the Appalachian
trail to “walk off the war” and to get over the loss of his closest
friend. Shaffer is known as “the first thru-hiker.” His love for the
outdoors, desire for solitude, and keen interest in color photography
sparked a movement that expanded to what thru-hiking is today as a
worldwide culture, sport, and walk.
When I began thinking about taking my own hike overnight,
Earl led me to think about the dangers of being the first one to do
this. Alone, he had faced the possibility of death from a multitude of
avenues. He could have died on the trail from hypothermia, a bear,
an injury that had left him unable to walk and far from civilization.
There’s also starvation and the likely risk of a lack of clean water.
There’s an endless amount of “what if” scenarios that could have
occurred, though Earl did not let his worries stop him from walking,
and neither would I. Like Earl, I also began to think about thruhiking as a way to deal with the weight of the stress and changes in
my own life. I thought that after a long walk in the woods, maybe I
would have a better relationship with God. Hey, maybe I would
better understand myself. And, surely, if I went on this hike I would
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have a better relationship with nature. Maybe the trail would help
me think of ways to combat change and conflict in a healthier way. I
just wanted to get on the trail.
Backpacking connects you to the trail. You will be entwined
with it, kindred, and allied. The dirt will become ebbed into your
boots and then your soul. The trail will shape you, for you may
become more hard-headed or maybe more soft-spoken. You will
memorize the way the trees spiral up and which ones are the best
ones to sleep under. The wildlife will become less frightening and
more entwined with your day-to-day walk. The trail changes your
spirit. The trail offers a place to take a deep dive into the spiritual
realm. The very nature of the trail extends an invitation to wonder
who created it all, so perfectly entwined with each other. It asks
what you believe and it asks why. Your job is to answer the trail. The
mind will clear and forget about the hasty climate of the rest of the
world. The mind focuses and what is most important will come to
the prefrontal cortex of your brain. You will grieve, process, and then
dictate what your life will be like after the trail. Will life be different?
The trail sure has changed you, but how? Is it in your purpose, in
healing, do you have more joy, did your spiritual life take off?
I’m no longer a kid playing in the dirt with caterpillars, making
teepee tents, and hanging out in the treehouse that still sits in my
backyard. Instead, I decided to put on my backpack.
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